The international health community rolled its eyes in exasperation last week as [reports](http://tinyurl.com/2qh94g) emerged of another cover-up by the Chinese Government. The UK newspaper *The Financial Times* was the first to report that Chinese officials had censored a preliminary World Bank report on the cost of pollution in China. The authorities apparently insisted on the removal of estimates that 750 000 people each year die prematurely in China as a result of air and water pollution, because they feared that the statistics would cause social unrest. The World Bank acknowledged that this version of the report, released at a conference in March, did not "include all of the issues under discussion", but stressed that the final version is yet to be agreed. The Chinese Government deny the allegation of suppression.

China\'s history of secrecy does not lend the country\'s leaders the benefit of the doubt. The country has been widely and repeatedly criticised for initially denying having an HIV/AIDS problem in the 1990s and for its woeful reluctance to share details of the outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome in 2003, thereby putting the rest of the world at risk. Yet what is more disturbing about this latest allegation is that the international community had hoped that China had entered a new era of openness---*The Lancet* has previously praised China\'s willingness to share samples of tissue infected with the H5N1 avian influenza virus. And, with the appointment of Margaret Chan as the first Chinese Director-General of WHO, hopes were further raised that China would accept a policy of transparency. On taking office in January, 2007, Chan pledged her commitment to a global initiative to "collect, collate and disseminate data on priority health problems". It would seem that this message has yet to reach her home country.

The Chinese Government should prioritise the health of its people above a desire for a spotless international reputation. It must have the courage to openly admit the public-health consequences of its overpopulated and polluted cities. Moreover, as recent history has shown, censorship of vital health statistics is counterproductive. As the ancient Chinese proverb states, "The more you try to cover things up, the more exposed they will be".
